The book consists of 12 units strictly linked to the videocassettes. It covers the four main language skills through a variety of contemporary themes in Italian life and culture, from the world of youth to education, entertainment, professional life and Europe to health, food, religion, women in society. Each unit is based on a progression system to maximise the use of the authentic resources and to foster the development of reading and listening in combination with active skills (speaking and writing).
The first pre-listening activity, designed to prepare the learner for the topic in its audio-visual form, is also encouraging the learner to use a variety of language learning strategies. A teacher could make good use of this type of activity by encouraging reflection on learning and understanding of self in relation to the language and topic learnt. The latter may involve a more explicit approach to strategies than the one used in the book. Nevertheless the book offers the framework and a good opportunity for a teacher to introduce strategies.
The second stage involves viewing without sound to reinforce the preparatory phase of prediction, vocabulary preparation, sequencing of acts and to encourage the careful observation of visual information, a significant component of communication and cultural differences.
Finally the listening activity, which starts from general understanding and gradually zooms into more detailed comprehension of the dialogue. Useful for teachers and learners are the general grids which can be used during the listening activities.
A variety of activities covering lexical, grammatical and functional aspects of the language follow. Productive skills are introduced gradually through a pathway which consists of simple guided activities designed to reconstruct the text and to re-use linguistic structures encountered in the unit. More open activities conclude each unit. The format is identical for listening and reading tasks with regular pre-and post-activities and a core activity whilst listening or reading.
Each unit has an in-built flexibility of levels. This is clearly defined with a * for level 1 activities and ** for the second level. This feature is particularly useful to colleagues who, like me, are often teaching mixed-level classes consisting of lower and upper intermediate and advanced. This course is not designed for absolute beginners.
On the cultural level, the course offers a lot of hints for discussion and the pre-activities together with stage 2 activities are a very useful component of this process of understanding language and culture. The CD-ROM offers the opportunity to revise what is covered in the book and on video. Each videoclip is accompanied by eight exercises designed to stimulate comprehension and communication. Here the learner has the opportunity to practise speaking by taking part in role plays and answering questions. The opportunity to compare answers with a model answer is also available. The CD-ROM is an excellent source for self-study activities 1 .
The floppy disk includes a variety of computer-assisted language learning activities based on the texts of the book and the transcripts of the dialogues. Once again this is a great opportunity for self-study and reinforcement of structures and skills already encountered.
In addition to all this variety of resources there is also the opportunity to join the course over the Internet 2 . This allows maximum use of the course materials in a variety of contexts. To my mind, 1 Screenshots may be seen at http://www.mml.cam.ac.uk/ital2000/CD/screen.html 2 The free online course is available at http://www.italia-2000.com/ this course can be used as an open learning course as well as be an integral part of a taught programme. The variety of resources widens the chances for learners to find a style and medium which is more in tune with their preferences or learning styles. It also opens new opportunities to explore other ways to learn, beyond the ones a learner may have already used.
Behind all these well-structured and well-designed resources a key element is support and feedback. The course has in-built support in that it provides keys to the exercises and transcripts of the videoclips. When these valuable tools are matched by the guide and feedback of a tutor, other native speakers or a language learning adviser, the course may achieve its full potential.
It is a good resource to have in a self-access centre and to consider for an undergraduate course at intermediate or advanced levels. This series of twelve mini-lectures on the German economy and all relevant related aspects is conceived as a self-study course. The learner can choose between English and German as the language of instruction. The English version, however, merely displays the written text on screen and contains no sound or exercises.
Each of the twelve parts of the course are sub-divided into up to ten smaller sections all of which are delivered in audio format in German. While listening the learner can follow the text on screen. S/he can click on blue words -so-called 'hotwords' -which provide either an explanation in German or a translation into English. The learner can also click on any black word in the text to receive a summary of the whole mini-lecture in English. Icons in the text call up audio sound, graphics or video displays relevant to the lecture text. The screen is divided between the text and space for the summaries, graphics (images) or video clips.
There are some interactive exercises at the end of some sub-sections which check the learner's understanding of small aspects of the lecture. There is a test at the end of the twelve mini-lectures which merely repeats the same interactive exercises. Via the D:\ drive all files of the CD-ROM can be called up though for the uninitiated it takes some time to understand this. These files include a Manual, the course file, resource files (audio, text, images [graphics] , homework) and an authoring file.
The Manual provides all the information for the installation and use of the course and gives detailed instructions for the creation of tutors' own multi-media lecture courses using the Editor provided. .It might have been useful to have this information in hard copy rather than on the CD-ROM itself.
The Editor file allows one to make changes to the material, which might be useful since information for graphic displays and/or statistical data change constantly. Changes of this nature can be more easily made in this medium than in hard copy and the course can therefore provide more up-to-date information. This section of the CD-ROM was not tested due to time constraints and consequently no review of it can be offered. Judging from the instructions, this seems to be a facility for the technically minded tutor or requires some technical help and advice.
Clicking on Audio file and the various folders in it activates the sound delivery of the lectures (without the text display). The Images file displays graphics, some of which have been shown in the lecture course itself. The Video file displays moving pictures, some of which are more meaningful than others.
The Homework file (a somewhat inappropriate term for a university self-study course) indicates further resources for extended study, i.e. websites and bibliographies, more graphics and a case study.
Toggling between the lecture course and the various files is easy once you know how. While considerable effort has gone into collecting all the materials and collating them, three issues remain unclear:
What are the objectives of this self-study course?
Are they to teach German via the medium of business topics or to merely inform learners about all aspects of the German economy? 2. Who are the learners for whom this course was designed?
Are they students of German or of Economics or both? It is questionable whether a British Business Studies or Economics student would want to acquire this kind of knowledge through the medium of German. And experience has shown that business men hoping to do business in Germany find it more useful to acquire some basic German language or some negotiating skills rather than going into the kind of depths proposed here.
What is the required level of language competence in German?
One would assume it was directed at fairly advanced learners of German since little help is given on the linguistic side other than a Glossary with words used in the lectures and the summaries in English.
As a tool for language learning the course is of limited value since there are no interactive exercises for learners to record their voices (i.e. re-reading the texts or parts of them) or pair/role play activities. While this is deemed to be a self-study course, it is difficult to see how a learner could cope completely on his/her own without any feedback. There is reference to the fact that learners can send in 'homework' and receive feedback via a conferencing system if they are registered users of the University of the West of England. This presumably means they can also be in touch with other learners which might provide for greater interactivity. This suggests the course is designed more as a distance-learning course than pure self-study.
While these are observations of a tutor in Commercial German it would be interesting -and maybe necessary -to run a pilot study with learners to evaluate the course in greater depth. Learners often react in quite different ways from their tutors. It is slightly baffling why the information about the hardware required and the installation on the back of the CD-ROM case is in German rather than English. Technical instructions are always difficult to follow, even more so in a foreign language.
Since this course is intended in the first instance as a series of lectures, the following questions pose themselves:
1. Why was this course put on a CD-ROM when it could be equally well published in bookform, including the graphics, exercises and the case study? 2. What has been added to the delivery of lectures that makes this lecture course significantly better, more interesting and, above all, more interactive than a printed version accompanied by an audio cassette?
Unfortunately, from the evidence available on this CD-ROM, the possibilities of the medium for interactivity have not been fully exploited. There may be more opportunities for this and more detailed information if students are registered with the University of the West of England. In this context, the material may be very useful and appropriate. It is less so as a free-standing self-study course.
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